
The strategy and operations of any war can be understood only in the light of
conditions of the ten or twenty years before its beginning. Technology,

organization, doctrine, training, command and staff appointments—all the
essentials of action in war—are put in place and developed in peacetime. The

testing experience of combat will bring about change, but prewar elements
continue to affect many events throughout the longest of conflicts.

—Peter Paret
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[The military] is like a sailor navigating by dead reckoning. You have left the
terra firma of the last war and are extrapolating from the experiences of that

war. The greater the distance from the last war, the greater become the chances
of error in this extrapolation. Occasionally there is a break in the clouds: a

small-scale conflict occurs somewhere and gives you a “fix” by showing whether 
certain weapons and techniques are effective or not: but it is always a doubtful
mix. . . . For the most part you have to sail on in a fog of peace until at the last 

moment. Then, probably when it is too late, the clouds lift and there is land
immediately ahead; breakers, probably, and rocks. Then you find out rather

late in the day whether your calculations have been right or not.

—Sir Michael Howard

PE TER PA RET’S COM MENT re gard ing
the fac tors that af fect strat egy and op -
era tions in war—the idea that they
have their roots in one or two pre ced -

ing dec ades—is par ticu larly ap ro pos to day.
From Van cou ver to Vla di vos tok and from
Tal linn to Ti rana, mili tary es tab lish ments are
wres tling with com plex fac tors that will in -
flu ence the way armed forces or gan ize, plan,
and equip them selves to fight fu ture bat tles.

This plan ning en vi ron ment is shaped by
two com pet ing, some might even say con tra -
dic tory, con sid era tions. The first is the af ter -
math of the cold war, which brought with it
an un der stand able de sire to re duce the ex -
pense as so ci ated with large and tech no logi -
cally so phis ti cated armed forces. This de sire
is nei ther new nor even re mark able. It has
been a hall mark of the af ter math of most
mod ern con flicts. The sec ond shap ing con -
sid era tion arose from the con duct of the Per -
sian Gulf War. Mili tary es tab lish ments
around the world watched the per form ance
of the coa li tion force in awe. This per form -
ance was char ac ter ized by a de gree of tech no -
logi cal so phis ti ca tion, mar ried to doc trinal
and op era tional con cepts, that re sulted in a
new vi sion of what high- intensity, fast- paced
op era tions of the fu ture might en tail.

This plan ning en vi ron ment, with its twin
im pera tives of de mo bi li za tion and mod erni -
za tion, which now oc cu pies the col lec tive
minds of armed forces across the world, is not 

new. In fact, it is a theme that has been played
out many times be fore. Fol low ing the con clu -
sion of most ma jor con flicts of the past few
cen tu ries, armed forces have con fronted the
two prob lems of re duc ing their es tab lish -
ments and at the same time ad just ing to new
re ali ties.

In the con tem po rary United States and
else where, we are wit ness ing a vig or ous de -
bate, driven by the de sire to mas ter the prob -
lems of re duc tion in force struc ture, while at
the same time as sur ing that armed forces
make the best use of tech no logi cal and doc -
trinal changes brought to light in the Per sian
Gulf War. This de bate turns on the pros pects
for what has come to be termed a revo lu tion
in mili tary af fairs (RMA), de fined as “a ma jor
change in the na ture of war fare brought
about by the in no va tive ap pli ca tion of tech -
nolo gies which, com bined with dra matic
changes in mili tary doc trine, and or gan iza -
tional con cepts, fun da men tally al ters the
char ac ter and con duct of op era tions.”1 So far,
how ever, the de bate has not reached de fini -
tive con clu sions. As Ja cob Kipp noted re -
cently, “the ex changes have be come in creas -
ingly in tense. The two po si tions, pit ting
ad vo cates against doubt ing Tho mas’s, con -
trast a revo lu tion ary in ter pre ta tion as op -
posed to an evo lu tion ary one.”2 Un doubt -
edly, this de bate will con tinue in the years to
come.3 Given the on go ing de bate and the un -
cer tainty re gard ing its reso lu tion, we would
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be wise to pause and con sider the fac tors that
will drive the de bate, and that will come to -
gether to in flu ence its out come. For this pur -
pose, it may be in struc tive to draw on his tori -
cal ex pe ri ence, whose rec ord is at least
some what clearer.

Such a use—or per haps mis use—of his tory
may be frowned upon in some quar ters. To a
cer tain ex tent, this is a valid criti cism. As Sir
Mi chael How ard has ob served, “It is safer to
start with the as sump tion that his tory, what -
ever its value in edu cat ing the judge ment,
teaches no ‘le ssons,’ and the pro fes sional his -
to ri ans will be as scep ti cal of those who claim
that it does as pro fes sional doc tors are of their 
col leagues who ped dle pat ent medi cines
guar an tee ing in stant cures.”4  Al though this is 
a sound cau tion ary pro scrip tion, Sir Mi chael
rec og nized that in the mili tary con text, there
are unique cir cum stances in which his tori cal
study can prove not only help ful but per haps
in dis pen sa ble. He char ac ter ized the situa tion
con front ing the mili tary pro fes sion as one in
which “there are two great dif fi cul ties with
which the pro fes sional sol dier, sailor, or air -
man has to con tend in equip ping him self as a
com mander. First, his pro fes sion is al most
unique in that he may only have to ex er cise it
once in a life time, if in deed that of ten. . . . Sec -
ondly the com plex prob lem of run ning a
[mili tary serv ice] at all is li able to oc cupy his
mind and skill so com pletely that it is easy to
for get what it is be ing run for.”5

Faced with this en ig matic situa tion, armed 
serv ices find it dif fi cult to con sider fu ture re -
quire ments re moved from the hurly- burly of
day- to- day prob lems. In the ab sence of the
op por tu nity to hone skills and judge ment on
the bat tle field, mili tary serv ices need to look
to their equiva lent of the labo ra tory, which in 
some cases is de rived from the body of past
ex pe ri ence—that is, his tory. The study of his -
tory can sug gest rele vant ques tions to ask,
enu mer ate cer tain prin ci ples wor thy of fur -
ther in ves ti ga tion, and—per haps most im por -
tantly—sharpen the abil ity to make judge -
ments re gard ing com pli cated and
in com plete in for ma tion. One can ex am ine
nu mer ous his tori cal in stances for in sights

into the prob lems as so ci ated with an RMA.
One such his tori cal case study is that of the
de vel op ment of stra te gic bomb ing doc trine
in the Royal Air Force (RAF) be tween the two
world wars.

Development of Strategic
Bombing Doctrine

The day may not be far off when aerial operations,
with their devastation of enemy lands and
destruction of the industrial and populace centres
on a vast scale, may become the principal
operations of war, to which the older forms of
military operations may become secondary and
subordinate.

—Smuts Committee Report, 1917

Future weapons will be able to strike enemy forces
at great distances. In mid- or high-intensity
combat, it may not always be necessary to
physically occupy key terrain on the ground, vital
airspace, or critical chokepoints at sea in order to
control them. While wars will still be won only
when soldiers occupy the enemy’s territory, it may
not be necessary in every case to “close with” the
enemy in order to destroy him.

—Adm David Jeremiah, 1993

From the last months of the Great War,
down to the out break of the Sec ond World
War, the no tion of stra te gic bomb ing had
held out great pros pect and at the same time
had cast a pall. On the one hand, the de vel op -
ment of stra te gic bomb ing forces had ap par -
ently her alded a new era in which war would
be come a sim pler task. Ex ten sive land and na -
val forces were no longer con sid ered nec es -
sary. Vic tory would go to the side that could
mas ter the skies and take the war to the very
heart of the en emy na tion. On the other
hand, fear of a stra te gic bomb ing duel ex er -
cised a para lyz ing re straint on Brit ish for eign
pol icy.6 That fear, fur ther more, weighed
heav ily on the minds of Brit ish poli ti cians
and the pub lic alike. Once it be came evi dent
that war loomed on the ho ri zon, air war ter ri -
fied peo ple most. They would have to make
prepa ra tions, both to prose cute and en dure a
stra te gic bomb ing duel.
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Even though Bomber Com mand even tu -
ally un der took a mas sive night time area
bomb ing cam paign against Ger many dur ing
the Sec ond World War, the re sults of that
cam paign were nei ther de ci sive nor con sis -
tent with pre war ex pec ta tions. How was it
that this tran spired? There are no short, sim -
ple an swers to this ques tion. What emerges
from an ex ami na tion of the de vel op ment of
the idea of stra te gic bomb ing in the Brit ish
con text is a com plex web of com pet ing ex pla -
na tions. Yet, when the many strands are un -
rav elled, the pat tern that re mains is of a dis -
junc tion be tween the ory and doc trine. In that 
sense, then, one might rea sona bly sug gest
that this was a case of a revo lu tion  gone awry.

This ar ti cle fo cuses on the means by which
the RAF sought to ad vance its revo lu tion ary
ideas re gard ing stra te gic bomb ing. It en deav -
ors to con sider the com plex in ter re la tion ship
of forces and fac tors that led the RAF to pur -
sue its par ticu lar ap proach to stra te gic air -
power. Prior to delv ing into this, how ever,
one must set out a frame work for this analy -
sis. With out one, the over whelm ing number
of fac tors to con sider would make the task
very nearly im pos si ble.

In a re cent study on mili tary in no va tion,
Alan Bey er chen de vel oped a sim ple sche -
matic that can be ex tremely help ful in un tan -
gling the com plex and of ten over lap ping fac -
tors at play. This sche matic seeks to es tab lish
a hi er ar chi cal frame work that rec og nizes the
re la tion ships in the tra di tional strategy-
 operations- tactics trin ity. How ever, rather
than view ing it as a sim ple hi er ar chi cal frame -
work, Bey er chen sees it—at least in the con -
text of the pro cess of mili tary in no va tion and
revo lu tion—as a tri an gu lar re la tion ship. In
this re la tion ship, each com po nent has the po -
ten tial to af fect the other two. Moreo ver, Bey -
er chen pro poses two ad di tional ways of con -
sid er ing the pro cess of mili tary in no va tion
and revo lu tion. Al though these are based on
the tra di tional dis tinc tion among strat egy,
op era tions, and tac tics, they may prove more
use ful in re veal ing the es sence that un der lies
the pro- cess of in no va tion or revo lu tion. The
first of these sets out the tri an gu lar re la tion -
ship among con text, pro ce dures, and equip -
ment. The sec ond al ter na tive en tails es tab -
lish ing the re la tion ship among tech no logi cal
change, op era tional change, and tech ni cal
change.7
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The re main der of this ar ti cle em pha sizes
the first of these tri an gu lar representa-
 tions—namely, that among con text, pro ce -
dures, and equip ment. In other words, it seeks
to ex am ine the con text within which the RAF
at tempted to de velop its revo lu tion ary ideas
about stra te gic air power, doc trinal con sid era -
tions, and, al though only fleet ingly, equip -
ment as pects. It is about the the ory and de vel -
op ment of an “idea” of war. It is an at tempt to
con sider how those peo ple re spon si ble for
the RAF as a col lec tive pro fes sional body—the
Air Staff—sought to pre pare for a fu ture war,
for, in es sence, the stra te gic bomb ing pun dits 
were push ing the no tion that the ad vent of
air power con sti tuted an RMA.

Early stra te gic theo riz ing in the RAF drew
heav ily on the lim ited ex pe ri ence of “stra te -
gic” bomb ing in the First World War. That ex -
pe ri ence pro foundly in flu enced much of
what fol lowed in the two dec ades lead ing up
to the Sec ond World War. One must note,
how ever, that many of the con clu sions re -
gard ing the po ten tial fu ture use of air power
were de rived from a cur sory ex ami na tion of
the his tori cal rec ord. In that sense, then, ana -
lysts flouted the Clause witz ian dic tum re -
gard ing the search for first prin ci ples through 
rig or ous his tori cal ex ami na tion and criti cal
analy sis to de ter mine cause and ef fect. Al -
though it is not nec es sary to delve deeply into 
the de tails of aer ial op era tions dur ing the
First World War, one must re view some of the 
im por tant de vel op ments that emerged as the
air weapon be gan to make its pres ence felt.

At the out break of the Great War, ex pec ta -
tions of what air craft might con trib ute re -
mained mod est. The gen eral con sen sus was
that air craft could best serve as ob ser va tion
plat forms, but be yond that, peo ple ex pected
lit tle of them. With the emerg ing stale mate
of trench war fare, the air plane be gan to
show it self as a weapon of great po ten tial.
When it be came ob vi ous that aer ial re con -
nais sance was in valu able for ar til lery spot -
ting, and thus dan ger ous to troops on the
ground, each side be gan to search for ways to 
drive off the ene my’s ob ser va tion air craft.
They did this first through ground fire and
then by mount ing ma chine guns on air craft

them selves—hence, the de vel op ment of the
pur suit role for air craft.

The next de vel op ment in volved em ploy -
ing air craft as ground- support weap ons. In
this role, air craft ei ther op er ated di rectly
against troops or slightly to the rear, at tack ing 
sup ply dumps and com mu ni ca tions fa cili ties. 
It was a short step from this—what is now
termed close air sup port—to tak ing up
longer- range op era tions, at tack ing tar gets far
from the lo ca tion of the fight ing at the front.
These op era tions that were di rected fur ther to 
the rear con sti tuted the first at tempts at “stra -
te gic” op era tions. Both Ger many and Brit ain
ex peri mented with this use of air power, but,
in strictly op era tional terms, nei ther achieved 
a great deal of suc cess.8

This situa tion changed when Ger many un -
der took raids on the United King dom, first
with zep pe lins and then with Gothas. With
this, Ger many brought the war di rectly to
Lon don and the south east. Up to then, with
the war tak ing place across the Eng lish Chan -
nel, the Brit ish pub lic had not been di rectly
threat ened with physi cal harm. In po liti cal
terms, the Ger man air raids against the Brit ish 
Isles pro duced a se ri ous cri sis of con fi dence
that threat ened to un der mine the abil ity of
Brit ain to carry on with the war ef fort. The
pub lic be came alarmed and out raged, and the 
gov ern ment re acted with panic. The pre vail -
ing feel ing in po liti cal cir cles was that if the
Ger man raids con tin ued un abated, the Brit ish 
will to con tinue the war would crum ble.
Hence, steps were taken to cope with the
threat posed by Ger man aer ial raid ers.9

Again, tell ing this story in great de tail is not 
nec es sary. In the first in stance—the zep pe lin
raids—air de fense meas ures had some lim ited
suc cess in deal ing with the lum ber ing gi ants.
Then with the ap pear ance of the fixed- wing
Gotha bomb ers, the situa tion de te rio rated. In
par ticu lar, two raids on Lon don—the first on
13 June 1917 and the sec ond on 7 July
1917—stand out as im por tant land marks.
Both raids re vealed the short com ings of ex ist -
ing de fen sive meas ures. The Brit ish had too
few an ti air craft guns and fight ers, and the or -
gani za tion of the warn ing sys tem left much to 
be de sired. As Sir Char les Web ster and No ble
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Frankland noted, “These raids and the sub se -
quent . . . at tacks of the autumn did much to
de ter mine the fu ture of the Brit ish Air Serv -
ice.”1 0 A po liti cal hue and cry re sulted, sub -
ject ing the air serv ices to in tense scru tiny and
criti cism. Peo ple branded the air de fense
meas ures as in ef fi cient and in ef fec tive, and
ques tioned the over all di rec tion of the air
war. One must re call that at this junc ture, the
Cabi net and the High Com mand had en -
gaged in a run ning bat tle with Sir Doug las
Haig over the course of events on the west ern
front. While poli ti cians called for bet ter de -
fenses at home, Haig and his air ad vi sor Maj
Gen Hugh Tren chard, com mander in chief of
the Royal Fly ing Corps, re sisted every re quest
for the trans fer of air craft from the west ern
front to the home front. Tren chard viewed
de fense as a mis use of air craft, of fense be ing
their only proper role. Com pro mise took the
form of the crea tion of the RAF.

At the end of the war, the un bri dled hos til -
ity of the two older serv ices and the equivo cal 
at ti tude of the gov ern ment to wards the con -
tin ued in de pend ence of the RAF seemed cer -
tain to as sure that its ex is tence as a sepa rate
serv ice would be very short in deed. De spite
this, Tren chard set out to pro tect the con tin -
ued in de pend ence of the RAF. Per haps rec og -
niz ing the dif fi culty of ar gu ing for in de pend -
ence on the ba sis of the im por tance of

stra te gic bomb ing, he cast about for al ter na -
tives. This search was col oured by one ma jor
gov ern ment pol icy de signed to di rect de fense 
pol icy in the post war pe riod—the much vili -
fied Ten- Year Rule,11 which stated, “It should
be as sumed for fram ing re vised es ti mates,
that the Brit ish Em pire will not be en gaged in
any great war dur ing the next ten years, and
that no Ex pe di tion ary Force is re quired for
this pur pose.”12

Un doubt edly, the ob ject of the Ten- Year
Rule was fi nan cial. At a time of aus ter ity, but
also at a time when the re spon si bili ties of the
de fense serv ices had taken on even greater
scope, the gov ern ment had to find a for mula
to gov ern the fi nan cial call that the de fense
serv ices could make on the budget. In the po -
liti cal at mos phere of the time, one in which
the pre vail ing sen ti ment was to get back to
busi ness as usual, it was po liti cally dan ger ous
to adopt a pol icy that would sanc tion “high”
de fense spend ing. Against this back drop,
Tren chard set out to find new roles for the
RAF, roles that would jus tify its con tin ued ex -
is tence.

Con scious of the need for fi nan cial re -
straint, Tren chard as tutely shaped a pol icy
that did not run afoul of the lim its im posed
by the Ten- Year Rule. In fact, Tren chard
framed a pol icy that would yield the RAF new
in de pend ent roles and save the gov ern ment

42  AIRPOWER JOURNAL  SPRING 1998

The Gotha—Imperial Germany’s strategic bomber. While the public was alarmed and outraged (by the zeppelin and
Gotha raids), the government reacted with panic. The prevailing feeling in political circles was that if the German raids
continued unabated, the British will to continue with the war would crumble.



money. He out lined his views on the fu ture of 
the RAF in a memo ran dum of August 1919,
writ ing that “hos tili ties ceased be fore the
evo lu tion of the in de pend ent Air Force had
reached a point which en abled sure de duc -
tions to be drawn as to the value of in de pend -
ent aer ial op era tions. . . . But there can be no
doubt that we must be pre pared for long dis -
tance aer ial op era tions against an ene my’s
main source of sup ply and Na val ports.”1 3

Such a state ment con tains lit tle to which
one can take ex cep tion. In fact, had Tren -
chard and the RAF ad hered to its spirit, per -
haps they would not have lost sight of what
should have been their cen tral con cern—the
prepa ra tion of an ef fi cient and ef fec tive air
force ca pa ble of un der tak ing long- range aer -
ial op era tions. Tren chard did pay lip serv ice
to this ob jec tive in a later memo ran dum,
pub lished as a com mand pa per, in which he
out lined the steps needed to cre ate such a
force. Re search and de vel op ment in navi ga -
tion, wire less te leg ra phy, pho tog ra phy, and
en gi neer ing, along with the fos ter ing of an
“air force spirit” were ac corded spe cial em -
pha sis, as was the need for staff and train ing
col leges.14 In the fi nan cially strait ened cir -
cum stances of the time, how ever, Tren chard
rec og nized that such proj ects re mained be -
yond the mea gre means of the first few peace -
time budg ets.

The long- term ob jec tive re mained the
crea tion of an air force ca pa ble of un der tak -
ing in de pend ent stra te gic op era tions, but the
need of the mo ment called for blunt ing the
at tacks of the army and navy. Tren chard
chose to em ploy the in stru ments of air con -
trol or im pe rial po lic ing. Mal colm Smith has
at trib uted the in cep tion of the scheme for
“air con trol” to Win ston Chur chill, who gave
back ing to the idea at the Cairo Con fer ence in 
March 1921, but the idea it self had been
mooted much ear lier, in Tren chard’s memo
of 14 August 1919.15 The memo stated that
“since the Ar mi stice . . . events in the near East 
and In dia have tended to show that against a
semi- civilized en emy un pro vided with air -
craft, aer ial op era tions alone may have such a
de ter rent ef fect as to be prac ti cally de ci -
sive.”16

Air con trol took on ever- increasing im por -
tance as it be came ap par ent that army and
navy at tacks on the in de pend ence of the RAF
would not di min ish over time. In air con trol,
Tren chard saw the pos si bil ity of re duc ing the
con sid er able cost of po lic ing the em pire and
the newly ac quired Man dated Ter ri to ries,
thereby dem on strat ing to the gov ern ment
the value of the RAF.

It is im por tant to un der stand the na ture of
air- control op era tions, for in this sphere the
RAF gained vir tu ally all of its peace time op -
era tional ex pe ri ence, and nearly all of the
later sen ior RAF of fi cers served at one time or
an other in ar eas where they gained some ex -
pe ri ence with air- control op era tions. It would 
be fool ish to at tempt to deny the ini tial im -
por tance of air- control op era tions, serv ing as
they did to im press upon the gov ern ment the
im por tance of main tain ing an in de pend ent
air force. How ever, one might le giti mately
ques tion the ex tent to which the op era tional
ex pe ri ence gained in this role in flu enced later 
con sid era tions of stra te gic the ory and doc -
trine. It would seem that peo ple in po si tions
of re spon si bil ity within the RAF and the Air
Min is try lost sight of the fact that air- control
op era tions were, in the first in stance, an ad -
min is tra tive tool in a bu reau cratic bat tle. Had
they not lost sight of this fact, then the air-
 control ex peri ment would have re mained just 
that—an ex peri ment and an ex pe di ent. In -
stead, the ex pe ri ence gained in air- control op -
era tions would un duly in flu ence the the ory
and doc trine of stra te gic bomb ing in the
larger sense.

Air con trol con trib uted mark edly to the
dif fi cult and ex pen sive task of po lic ing the
em pire.17  Moreo ver, it did so at a re duced cost 
to the gov ern ment, which in it self was im por -
tant. Be that as it may, the op era tional ex pe ri -
ence gained in air con trol was never likely to
pro vide much in the way of guid ance to the
larger and more cen tral ques tion of how to
de velop the aer ial weapon for serv ice against
a first- class power in any fu ture war. Air con -
trol was car ried out in what can only be de -
scribed as an ar ti fi cial en vi ron ment, one that
would hardly ex em plify the en vi ron ment
that would con front the RAF in op era tions
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against a ma jor en emy. As Mal colm Smith has 
com mented, “the suc cess of Air Con trol lay in 
the fact that re talia tion [against the Brit ish]
was vir tu ally im pos si ble.”1 8

This very fact should have lim ited the ex -
tent to which les sons were drawn re gard ing
the ef fi cacy of bomb ing. Bomb ing re cal ci -
trant tribes men who could mount no ef fec -
tive op po si tion was one thing, but it should
have been ob vi ous that un der tak ing bomb -
ing op era tions against an en emy ca pa ble of
mount ing some form of de fense—ei ther pas -
sive or ac tive—would be a com pletely dif fer -
ent thing. Over time, this es sen tial dif fer ence
be came blurred, first as the RAF be gan to re -
arm in the early 1930s and then in the later
1930s as it un der took the ar du ous task of pre -
par ing Bomber Com mand for its role as a stra -
te gic force. One should not take this as a sug -
ges tion that air- control op era tions were
com pletely de void of value to the RAF, for
that is not the case.  Air- control mis sions pro -
vided a valu able op por tu nity to ac quire op -
era tional ex pe ri ence dur ing peace time. Fur -
ther more, they al lowed for ex peri men ta tion
with equip ment and meth ods of bomb ing,
de spite the mea gre budget for re search and

de vel op ment and the lim ited time avail able
in an op era tional squad ron.

It is im por tant to un der stand the evo lu tion 
of the Air Staff’s the ory, given that be lief in
the of fen sive power of the bomber pro vided
the ra tion ale—at least in the col lec tive mind
of the Air Staff—for the in de pend ence of the
RAF. This be comes all the more vi tal in light
of the fun da men tal im pact that no tions of air -
power had on the over all ap proach to Brit ish
se cu rity pol icy through out the in ter war pe -
riod. Re cent his tori cal re search has re vealed
the ex tent to which the bomber cast a long
shadow over con sid era tions of Brit ish se cu -
rity and for eign pol icy.19 What re mains to be
con sid ered is the ex tent to which this fear was 
self- generated. If one can ar gue that the Air
Staff con trib uted to the pro cess whereby ex -
ag ger ated fears of the bomber served to un -
duly in flu ence Brit ish se cu rity pol icy
through out the in ter war pe riod, then the Air
Staff must bear con sid er able re spon si bil ity
for the con se quences of its ac tions.

Pur su ing this line of in quiry is dif fi cult for
a number of rea sons. In the first place, it is not 
really pos si ble to speak of a uni form the ory of
air power to which the Air Staff sub scribed for
most of the pe riod in ques tion. Rather, the
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the ory of the stra te gic of fen sive in Brit ain
evolved over time. The en tire Brit ish ap -
proach was, to an ex tent, re flected in the
think ing of Hugh Tren chard while he was
chief of the Air Staff from 1919 to 1929, and
af ter his re tire ment when he con tin ued to ex -
ert a pow er ful pub lic and pri vate in flu ence.
Tren chard’s think ing evolved to such an ex -
tent that he soon be came a Cas san dra for the
over whelm ing power of the bomber. Un like
Giu lio Douhet, how ever, Tren chard did not
out line his theo ries of air power in a sin gle
vol ume; fur ther more, he al tered them sub -
stan tially over time. His claims re gard ing the
power of the bomber grew ever more ex treme 
be cause he had to press con stantly for the
right of the RAF to ex ist in the face of at tacks
by the Ad mi ralty and War Of fice on the air
for ce’s in de pend ence.

An other fac tor com pli cat ing any dis cus -
sion of the Air Staff’s the ory of the stra te gic
of fen sive is the ex tent to which un of fi cial
ideas con cern ing aer ial war fare be gan to
com pete with the “of fi cial” the ory.  In part,
the rise of non mili tary ideas stemmed from
the fact that dur ing the early years of the in -
ter war pe riod, the Air Staff re mained bus ily
en gaged in its in ter nec ine bu reau cratic bat -
tles. Con se quently, it had lit tle time to de vote 
to the task of de vel op ing a doc trine of stra te -
gic air power. Even so, non serv ice com men ta -
tors would un doubt edly have pressed their
own views con cern ing the de vel op ment of
air power, for it had ap par ently al tered the en -
tire ba sis of Brit ish se cu rity pol icy. The no -
tion that Brit ain was vul ner able—that it was
no longer an is land—had a pro found im pact
on the Brit ish peo ple. Barry Pow ers wrote that 
“this cli che rep re sented a gen er al ised view -
point; in this case that Eng land’s de fen sive se -
cu rity was lost with the de vel op ment of the
air plane and that Eng land ex isted there af ter
in grave jeop ardy. This fun da men tal shift in
Eng land from con fi dence to in se cu rity about
its de fen sive po si tion was of ma jor con se -
quence dur ing the in ter war years.”20  Such a
view point per vaded Brit ish so ci ety. Mal colm
Smith has com mented that “the idea of aer ial
bom bard ment was al most as haunt ing an as -

pect of con tem po rary cul ture as nu clear
weap onry was to be come later.”2 1

A fi nal fac tor to con sider is that de vel op -
ment of the the ory of the stra te gic of fen sive
co in cided with the RAF’s early suc cesses in air

con trol through out the em pire. These op era -
tions were taken by the Air Staff as a vin di ca -
tion of its con fi dence in the over whelm ing
power of the bomber. This, cou pled with the
staff’s in ter pre ta tions and analy sis of the con -
tri bu tion of air power dur ing the Great War,
made the fu ture seem clear—at least to the Air
Staff. Air power, par ticu larly stra te gic of fen -
sive air power, held the key. De fense against
this new and po ten tially dev as tat ing weapon
seemed im pos si ble; thus, the only ap par ent
re course en tailed re ly ing upon the coun ter of -
fen sive po ten tial of the bomber.

In ret ro spect, these analy ses were flawed.
They failed to take ac count of the to tal ity of
the brief ex pe ri ence of air power in the Brit ish
con text. Air power ad vo cates chose to fo cus
only on those as pects that sus tained their
views. The in abil ity or un will ing ness to sub -
ject their no tions re gard ing air power to the
kind of se ri ous scru tiny sug gested by Clause -
witz was a ma jor short com ing that plagued
the Air Staff’s ef forts. The role of stra te gic air -
power dur ing the Great War was mar ginal,
and air- control op era tions, al though pro vid -
ing a valu able op por tu nity to gain op era -
tional fly ing ex pe ri ence, re sulted in a false
un der stand ing of the re quire ments for car ry -
ing out a stra te gic of fen sive.
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The development of theory of the
strategic offensive coincided with
the RAF’s early successes in air
control throughout the empire.
These operations were taken by the
Air Staff as a vindication of its
confidence in the overwhelming
power of the bomber. 



De spite these lim it ing fac tors, Tren chard
and the Air Staff felt jus ti fied in de vel op ing a
ru di men tary the ory of the stra te gic of fen sive. 
This the ory turned on the po ten tial of in de -
pend ent air op era tions di rected against the
ene my’s mo rale and eco nomic re sources. Its
de vel op ment was aided—even driven—by the
de sire to avoid the slaugh ter of trench war -
fare. Fur ther more, the Air Staff em pha sized
that aer ial op era tions would pre clude the ne -
ces sity for a “Con ti nen tal” com mit ment.
David Ma cI saac wrote that the es sence of the
Air Staff’s the ory was that “air at tacks aimed
at the sources as op posed to the mani fes ta -
tions of an ene my’s strength . . . would pro -
duce a much swifter and hence in the end
more hu mane de ci sion.”22

Thus, the the ory of the stra te gic of fen sive,
with its roots in the fi nal years of the Great
War, flour ished in the bu reau cratic bat tles of
the early 1920s. Al though many things would 
change from the mid- to- late twen ties down
to the out break of the Sec ond World War, the
fun da men tal es sence of the the ory re mained
un changed. What re mains is to con sider the
means by which the Air Staff and the RAF
sought to trans form a the ory of war into a
doc trinal re al ity.

Un der stand ing how the Air Staff came to
its “the ory” of air power is use ful, but one also 
needs to un der stand how it set out to cre ate a
doc trine for the ap pli ca tion of air power. In
mod ern war fare, the ory with out doc trine is a
dan ger ous propo si tion. With out doc trine,
the ap pli ca tion of a par ticu lar the ory re lies on 
vague gen eral prin ci ples rather than on a pre -
vi ously worked out method. As Clause witz
noted, the role of the ory is not to pre scribe
but to act as a guide in the study of war. The -
ory yields the fun da men tal truths that serve
as a foun da tion for doc trine.

Given that the Air Staff placed its great est
em pha sis on the of fen sive ca pa bili ties of stra -
te gic air power—that is, the em ploy ment of
the bomber force against tar gets such as en -
emy in dus try and ci vil ian mo rale—one would 
have ex pected the Air Staff to de vise and test
the tac tics nec es sary for such an of fen sive.
But the con sen sus among his to ri ans is that

tac tics, by and large, were an un der de vel oped
facet of RAF pol icy dur ing the in ter war pe -
riod. The of fi cial his to ri ans wrote that “un til
two years be fore the war the op era tional and
tech ni cal prob lems of the stra te gic of fen sive
had been ne glected, and even later no real at -
tempt was made to solve them by more re al is -
tic op era tional ex er cises. . . . The re sult was
that as late as 1939 the Air Staff had lit tle re ali -
za tion of the tac ti cal prob lems raised by the
stra te gic plans.”23

It is of course true that only a ma jor war
could have pro vided the real test—not only of
the tac tics nec es sary for a stra te gic of fen sive
but the very the ory as well. De prived of a ma -
jor war and de prived even of op era tions
against an op pos ing air force, the Air Staff was
left to de velop tac tics through ex er cises. Yet,
this was a cu ri ous as pect of the over all ap -
proach to air power adopted by the RAF. The
Air Staff ex pended con sid er able ef fort in de -
fin ing the the ory but al most no re al is tic ef fort 
in ex plor ing the tac tics nec es sary to trans late
the stra te gic hy pothe sis into sound doc trine.

Clearly, a revo lu tion ary strat egy such as
the one ex pounded by Tren chard and his col -
leagues in the af ter math of the First World
War de manded a thor ough con sid era tion of
the tac tics re quired to ef fect it. If the net re sult 
of Tren chard’s stra te gic thun der ing was that
tra di tional Brit ish de fense pol icy was no
longer suf fi cient and that Brit ish strat egy
would have to be re made to take ac count of
the radi cal new threat from the air, then one
would ex pect that the Air Staff would base its
pre scrip tions for the fu ture on more than
mere hy pothe sis. Yet, in sum, that was what
emerged from the in ter war pe riod! The con -
cept or hy pothe sis based on the ex pe ri ence of
the First World War was ele vated to the level
of dogma. As Wil liam son Mur ray put it,

the myopia of the Air Staff hindered the
development of a broadly based conception of
air power in Great Britain. . . . Moreover . . . the
evidence of World War I did not provide clear,
unambiguous evidence on the impact of air
power. But when all is said and done, too many
of those in higher positions in the Air Staff
between the wars allowed doctrine to become
dogma and failed to examine the assumptions
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on which they based their air strategy in light of 
the current capability and the difficulties that
emerged just in peacetime flying.24

Once strat egy be came over borne by dogma,
tac tics be came dog matic as well. The net ef -
fect was that the ru di men tary tac tics de signed 
to ef fect the stra te gic of fen sive fell far short of 
re quire ments.

How, then, did the Air Staff ap proach the
de vel op ment and test ing of tac tics? What
were the pa rame ters within which tac ti cal de -
vel op ment took place? What were the re -
sults? Dur ing peace time, one can test a stra te -
gic the ory only through ex er cises, which can
take a number of forms. The most com monly
un der stood type of ex er cise is a full- scale op -
era tional one in volv ing large for ma tions en -
gag ing in a mock bat tle. Yet, this is the rar est
form of ex er cise, due to the ex pense and the
dis rup tion caused to the regu lar train ing pro -
gram. Fur ther more, ex er cises of this type are
more of ten de signed to con firm rather than
test a the ory.

Less am bi tious ex er cises that have spe cific
ob jec tives, such as test ing a par ticu lar tac tic
or the po ten tial ef fect of a par ticu lar piece of
equip ment on ex ist ing doc trine, may have a
greater in flu ence on the de vel op ment of tac -
tics and doc trine. These forms of ex er cises
and tri als have, or should have, a more tell ing
in flu ence and as such are of greater util ity
than their more glam or ous coun ter part—the
mock bat tle. One must sound a note of cau -
tion about the role and value of ex er cises. An
ex er cise is fraught with many limi ta tions, not 
the least of which is its in es capa bly ar ti fi cial
na ture. It can not rep li cate war time con di -
tions; hence, its value is lim ited by the de gree
of vi sion and fore sight brought to the ex er -
cise by its plan ners. This be ing said, one
should con sider the tests, tri als, and ex er cises
un der taken by the RAF.

Be tween 1927 and 1935, the RAF un der -
took a se ries of large- scale ex er cises, the very
na ture of which re vealed the state of Air Staff
think ing and also served to con firm the lat -
ter’s pre con cep tions. The stated ob jec tive of
many of the ex er cises was to test ar range -
ments for the air de fense of the United King -

dom.25 One must, how ever, adopt a cau tious
at ti tude when con sid er ing the “de fen sive”
na ture of the ex er cises. In the stra te gic ver -
nacu lar of the Air Staff, the term de fen sive had

a rather com pli cated mean ing. On one level,
the ob ject was to pro vide for the im me di ate
de fense of the coun try by en gag ing en emy at -
tack ers over Great Brit ain. This was not, how -
ever, viewed with fa vor, since the Air Staff be -
lieved it a mis use of air power. That the Air
Staff con tem plated it at all was a re sponse to
pub lic and gov ern men tal re ac tion to the pros -
pect of a mu tual bomb ing con test in which
im pair ing ci vil ian mo rale be came the ul ti -
mate ob jec tive of both sides. In ef fect, de fense 
of this kind sought to fore stall col lapse of the
pub lic’s will to con tinue a fu ture war in the
face of an tici pated casu al ties. The Air Staff ac -
cepted it as a po liti cal ne ces sity, al though not
one that should swal low much of the staff’s
scarce re sources.

The other level on which the Air Staff con -
sid ered the “de fen sive” ca pa bil ity of air power 
in volved the no tion of the “offensive-
 defensive” or the “coun ter of fen sive”—what
Mal colm Smith has termed the the ory of stra -
te gic in ter cep tion.2 6 This form of de fense re -
lied upon the an tici pated abil ity of the RAF to
bring over whelm ing pres sure to bear upon
the source of any ene my’s of fen sive po ten tial
through aer ial at tack. The RAF would force
the en emy from its own air at tacks onto the
de fen sive. This no tion oc cu pied the core of
the Air Staff’s stra te gic think ing, and the ob -
ject of most of the large- scale ex er cises was to
test the RAF’s ca pa bil ity to im ple ment such an 
“offensive- defensive.”

It should sur prise no one, then, that the re -
sults of the ex er cises were taken as evi dence
of the ve rac ity of the Air Staff view, even
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though ex er cise de sign ex hib ited nu mer ous
short com ings, to say noth ing of the in ter pre -
ta tion of the re sults. Other doc trinal con sid -
era tions also suf fered from the ten dency of
the ory to be come dogma. Not the least of
these were the ca pa bili ties and tac tics of
bomber for ma tions. Car ry ing out a stra te gic
of fen sive re quired the so lu tion of a number
of prob lems. Two stand out as fun da men tal
to the “of fen sive.” The first of these was the
ques tion of how the bomber force would
reach the gen eral tar get area in tact. As sum ing
that the Air Staff could work out a so lu tion to
the first ques tion, the sec ond ques tion in -
volved a con sid era tion of how to de liver the
at tack it self. For the Air Staff to give mean ing
to its the ory, it had to come to grips with
these is sues. The means and ex tent to which
it did so—or, more cor rectly, failed to do
so—re veal just how far the Air Staff al lowed
the ory to un duly in flu ence doc trinal con sid -
era tions.

It is pos si ble to sug gest a number of rea -
sons why the RAF and the Air Staff failed to
ap pre ci ate the dif fi cul ties and com plexi ties
of the doc trinal and plan ning pro cesses. One
ex pla na tion might be that the in tel lec tual ap -
proach was fun da men tally ab sent from the
Brit ish ex pe ri ence. In fact, they lacked ex pe ri -
ence with the type of staff work that would
have con trib uted to the de vel op ment of an
in tel lec tu ally sound ap proach to air war fare.
Thus, the Air Staff was in ca pa ble of mak ing
the link age be tween “strat egy” and “op era -
tions.” It per sis tently failed to un der stand the 
im por tance of de fin ing pre cise tar gets—hence 
its predi lec tion for ab strac tions such as “Ger -
many” rather than a “real” tar get such as a
fac tory or even a city. Had the Air Staff been
ca pa ble of pro gress ing be yond this, it might
have been in a po si tion to for mu late plans
that ad dressed the spe cific re quire ments of
op era tions.

An other pos si bil ity is that the Air Staff was
so en am ored with the ap par ent sim plic ity of
its the ory of stra te gic air power that care ful
and de tailed plan ning seemed un nec es sary. A 
fi nal pos si bil ity, one that may in fact be most
in struc tive, is that very few of the peo ple on
the Air Staff pos sessed any de gree of ex pe ri -

ence with plan ning at the stra te gic level. For
the most part, those who made up the Air Staff 
dur ing the first few years of the RAF’s in de -
pend ent life pos sessed only op era tional ex pe -
ri ence. In ef fect, the Air Staff drew pri mar ily
from a pool of op era tional fly ers. Dur ing the
First World War, Royal Fly ing Corps, Royal
Na val Air Serv ice, and, later, RAF of fi cers did
not par tici pate di rectly at the general- staff
level. Rather, they acted as air ad vi sors to the
gen eral staff. As such, they did not bene fit
from the evo lu tion of the gen eral staff as a
body.

This was fur ther com pounded by the of fi -
cers’ prepa ra tion for Air Staff work. At ten -
dance at the Staff Col lege was de ter mined, in
part, by a quali fy ing exam in which can di -
dates were re quired to con sider the prob lems
in volved with large- scale air war. One re cur -
ring ques tion con cerned the “cor rect” pol icy
or doc trine for the RAF. The ex am in ers’ re -
ports make clear that they were seek ing a par -
ticu lar an swer—namely, that the only ap pro -
pri ate use for air power lay in the of fen sive
against en emy mo rale. If ad mis sion to the
Staff Col lege de pended on an un ques tion ing
ac cep tance of es tab lished doc trine, then the
Staff Col lege merely turned out staff of fi cers
un pre pared to criti cally ex am ine the cen tral
ten ets of their pro fes sion.2 7 One can say that
this lack of plan ning ex pe ri ence at the stra te -
gic and op era tional lev els con trib uted greatly
to the de fi cien cies of the RAF in de vel op ing a
re al is tic un der stand ing of air power and, con -
se quently, a doc trine for prose cut ing air war -
fare.

This ar ti cle has at tempted to sug gest some
of the un der ly ing rea sons for the RAF’s flawed 
ap proach to stra te gic air power. The cen tral
con clu sion is that the RAF as a col lec tive body
never fully ap pre ci ated the fact that what
emerged from the ex pe ri ences of the First
World War was only a the ory—a hy pothe sis
that re quired con sid er able ef fort to trans form 
it into a doc trine of stra te gic air power which
could serve in op era tions. The be lief that stra -
te gic air power would be “de ci sive” be came an 
ar ti cle of faith. One is forced to con clude that
in its ea ger ness to force the pace of the revo lu -
tion, the RAF ne glected to care fully con sider
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the means of trans form ing a revo lu tion ary
ideal into a prac ti cal re al ity.

Put sim ply, the RAF’s the ory of the stra te -
gic of fen sive was not a the ory in the Clause -
witz ian sense. Rather, it was merely a hy -
pothe sis. In other words, the Air Staff failed to 
ap pre ci ate the im por tance of ap ply ing criti -
cal analy sis to the mat ter of air power and its
place in the de fense hi er ar chy.  In stead, air -

power ad vo cates seized upon the ex pe ri ence
with “stra te gic” bomb ing dur ing the First
World War as a means of en sur ing the sur -
vival of the air force as an in de pend ent serv -
ice. This was not nec es sar ily a nega tive fac tor, 
but in the ab sence of a thor ough ex plo ra tion
of the rec ord of air power dur ing the First
World War, it led to un war ranted con clu -
sions. For in stance, no one paid much at ten -
tion to the fact that Brit ish de fenses had suc -
ceeded, ul ti mately, in cop ing with the
Ger man bomb ing of fen sive, al beit at tre men -
dous cost and ef fort. In the ab sence of such
con sid era tion, it was a fairly straight for ward
step to the con clu sion that the “of fen sive”
ap pli ca tion of air power was the only pos si ble
course to take.

From such an in tel lec tual ori gin, the air -
power pun dits used their “the ory” of stra te -
gic air power for all man ner of pur poses. They
em ployed it as a tool in the fight against the
army and navy, and de vel oped the con cept of 
air con trol to il lus trate the power of aer ial
bom bard ment. Us ing crude cal cu la tions of
the Ger man of fen sive in the First World War,
the ex pe ri ence of air con trol, and the “Con ti -
nen tal” air men ace, the RAF en sured that it
would sur vive. Un for tu nately, what first
served as a tool in an ad min is tra tive bat tle as -
sumed the man tle of in fal li bil ity, and the sus -
pect “the ory” would ul ti mately have a pro -
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foundly un set tling ef  fect on Brit ish
poli ti cians and the pub lic alike. It was, how -
ever, a the ory that lacked sub stance.

The ef fect of this lack of sub stance is most
ob vi ous in the area of doc trinal de vel op ment. 
The Air Staff failed to com pre hend the sim ple
fact that doc trine does not flow auto mati cally 
from the ory. Yet, from the mo ment that Tren -
chard de clared that the “moral” ef fect of aer -
ial bom bard ment was vastly su pe rior to the
physi cal, and that the only proper use of air -
power lay in the stra te gic of fen sive, the Air
Staff as sumed it pos sessed a “doc trine” to
carry out its vi sion of air war fare.

Upon re flec tion, how ever, those fiercely
held con vic tions proved un founded. Again,
the Air Staff, as a col lec tive body, lacked the
in tel lec tual rigor and in sight to sub ject its hy -
pothe sis to test and ex peri ment. Fur ther -
more, it per sis tently failed to re al ize the dele -
te ri ous ef fect its par ticu lar the ory had on the
de vel op ment of the air force. The RAF was left 
with a hol low shell. Vir tu ally every as pect of
force de vel op ment suf fered. Doc trine in the
true sense of the word was non ex ist ent. As a
con se quence, the more prac ti cal as pects of
force de vel op ment were not dealt with in a
co her ent and in tel li gent man ner. In stead,
when they were dealt with at all, they re -
ceived the fleet ing at ten tion of an Air Staff
not in clined to view the con cept of stra te gic
air power criti cally and not pre pared to come
to grips with some of the more ob vi ous short -
com ings of its stra te gic thought.

The con crete mani fes ta tions of this un -
criti cal ap proach re vealed them selves in
equip ment pol icy, tac ti cal de vel op ment, and
op era tional plan ning. In each case, the dog -
matic and doc tri naire at ti tude of the Air Staff
to the larger idea of “air power” re sulted in en -
tire ave nues of in quiry, re search, and de vel -
op ment be ing over looked, closed off, or ig -
nored.  For in stance, the pre vail ing be lief that 
de fense against the bomber was, if not im pos -
si ble, then a mis use of air power, re sulted in
the de sign and pro duc tion of bomb ing air -
craft that were slow, lightly ar mored, and out -
gunned.

Fur ther more, a re view of the op era tional
ex er cises un der taken by the RAF through out

the in ter war pe riod re veals how faulty as -
sump tions led to a sim plis tic no tion of what
was nec es sary to un der take a stra te gic of fen -
sive. This cre ated a spil lo ver ef fect that im -
paired doc trinal and tac ti cal de vel op ment.
Not only did it suf fer un der the crush ing bur -
den of stra te gic or tho doxy, but the op era -
tional and other ex er cises, which should have 
served as a test bed for doc trine, were used in -
stead as a ve hi cle for the Air Staff to trum pet
its own the ory. This cre ated the situa tion
whereby nei ther the Air Staff nor Bomber
Com mand was fully aware of the re quire -
ments for a stra te gic of fen sive. When they did 
turn—be lat edly—to con sider the spe cific re -
quire ments, the mag ni tude of the task was
too great. The fail ure through out the 1920s
and early 1930s to take up the larger ques -
tions of air power and ex am ine them rig or -
ously made it self felt dur ing the pe riod of re -
ar ma ment and ex pan sion, and well into the
Sec ond World War it self.

A Framework for Considering
Revolutionary Developments
What in sights might one draw from this

his tori cal ex am ple? In a re cent study on mili -
tary in no va tion dur ing the in ter war pe riod,
Wil liam son Mur ray notes that “to un der stand 
in no va tion . . . one must not lose track of the
fact that the in ter play among hu man fac tors,
un cer tain knowl edge, mis read ings of the
past, [and] po liti cal and stra te gic pa rame ters
placed in no va tion on a com plex play ing field
in which not only were the play ers un cer tain
of the fu ture, but they were of ten more con -
cerned with im me di ate prob lems than with
long- range changes.”28 This ob ser va tion is a
trench ant state ment of the prob lems con -
front ing mili tary plan ners. It is of ten dif fi cult
enough to sus tain the cur rent force, let alone
at tempt to en vis age long- term in flu ences that 
may af fect the fu ture na ture of war through
tech no logi cal, doc trinal, or or gan iza tional
de vel op ments.  As Mur ray re flected, the prob -
lem is a case of mili tary plan ners en deav or ing
to pre pare for a war that will oc cur
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1. at some indeterminate point in the future,
2. against an unidentified opponent,
3. in political conditions that cannot be
  accurately predicted, and
4. in an arena of brutality and violence which
  one cannot replicate.29

These ob sta cles are very real, and in every
sense, they plagued the RAF be tween the
wars. As such, it is pos si ble to ap pre ci ate the
mag ni tude of the prob lem that con fronted
the Air Staff as it sought to carve out a place
for air power. Nev er the less, the Air Staff ex pe -
ri enced rela tively lit tle suc cess in trans lat ing
a revo lu tion ary idea into a force ca pa ble of
capi tal iz ing on the flexi bil ity and power of
stra te gic bomb ing. Thus, one may be jus ti fied 
in search ing for some ba sic prin ci ples or
touch stones when con sid er ing the pros pects
held out by re puted revo lu tion ary de vel op -
ments. Al though this may en tail fal ling into
the trap of “draw ing les sons,” there is really
no other al ter na tive.

What fac tors and in flu ences are cen tral to
the pro cess of trans lat ing a “revo lu tion ary” de -
vel op ment into a ca pa ble force struc ture? One
may sug gest a number of gen er ali za tions as be -
ing cen tral to a suc cess ful revo lu tion in mili tary 
af fairs. Wil liam son Mur ray and Al lan Mil lett, as 
well as Ste phen Ro sen,3 0 have ad dressed these
mat ters on sev eral oc ca sions. Mur ray claims
that revo lu tion ary in no va tion “ap pears largely
as a phe nome non of top- down lead er ship that
is well in formed about the tech ni cal as well as
con cep tual as pects of pos si ble in no va tion.”31

He points out, how ever, that there are nu mer -
ous ex am ples in which top- down lead er ship,
while cer tainly pres ent, failed to de liver, cit ing
as a case in point the RAF and stra te gic bomb -

ing. Mur ray noted that in this in stance “top-
 down lead er ship had a dis as trous im pact on
the pro cess of in no va tion.”32

A sec ond gen eral con sid era tion is that of
the mili tary cul ture in which a revo lu tion or
in no va tion is be ing con tem plated. “One of
the most im por tant com po nents of suc cess ful 
in no va tion in the inter- war pe riod had to do
with the abil ity of of fi cers to use their imagi -
na tions in ex am in ing po ten tial in no va -
tions.”33 Clearly, in the case of the RAF be -
tween the wars, one can not say that it lacked
imagi na tion in think ing about air power. Ap -
par ently, how ever, this imagi na tive think ing
was largely one- dimensional. Hav ing suc -
ceeded in con vinc ing many peo ple of the po -
ten tial power of the bomber, those charged
with trans lat ing this po ten tial power into real
power stopped short. They did not fol low
through with the doc trinal and tech ni cal
study nec es sary to make the idea of stra te gic
bomb ing a re al ity.

Two fi nal mat ters de serve con sid era tion.
Both are nega tive in flu ences that con trib ute
di rectly to the fail ure of a revo lu tion ary de -
vel op ment. One is the mis use of his tory. Mur -
ray has stated that of the sev eral bar ri ers to in -
no va tion, “per haps the most ob vi ous is a
wil ful de sire to dis card his tory or to twist its
les sons to jus tify cur rent doc trine and be -
liefs.”34 The sec ond is in sti tu tional ri gid ity.
“Ri gid ity is un doubt edly a fact of life in many
mili tary or gani za tions—one which has ex er -
cised a con sis tent and bale ful in flu ence over
in sti tu tional ca pac ity to in no vate.”35 In the
case of the RAF be tween the wars, both of
these fac tors ex erted a con sid er able nega tive
in flu ence on the de vel op ment of stra te gic
bomb ing doc trine.
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